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A whistlestop tour, but three problems 
with the UK Code
• Level
• Language (and what it means)
(should and must)
• Directive power
Editorial in the Journal of Community Nursing
[The Code] sets out the fundamental standards of 
nursing and midwifery practice, explaining exactly
what nurses and midwives must do to justify the trust 
that patients place in those who care for them.
Date
The Code
The Code page 2
[…] commitment to professional standards is fundamental to 
being part of a profession. We can take action if registered 
nurses or midwives fail to uphold the Code. In serious cases, 
this can include removing them from the register. 
Imagine a ‘scale of nurse quality’
Terrible
unacceptable
just about okay
good
excellent
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The Code
the Code is not an ‘aspirational’ document but a clear 
statement of the professional standards everyone should 
be able to expect from a nurse or midwife.
NMC Board paper - revision of the Code
the Code is not an ‘aspirational’ document but a clear 
statement of the professional standards everyone should 
be able to expect from a nurse or midwife.
The Code
The Code page 3
For the many committed and expert practitioners on our 
register, this Code should be seen as a way of reinforcing their 
professionalism. 
The Code contains a series of statements that taken together 
signify what good nursing and midwifery practice looks like 
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Conceptual 
confusion
A whistlestop tour, but three problems 
with the UK Code
• Level
• Language (and what it means)
(should and must)
• Directive power
Must and should (ought) in conversation (1)
Moral
• You should go and visit your…..
• You really should go and visit your….
• You must go and visit your….
Must and should (ought) in conversation (2)
Moral
• You should go and visit my…..
• You really should go and visit
• You must go and visit
Prudential
• You should give up smoking
• You really should give up smoking
• You  must give up smoking
• You really must give up smoking
Must and should in regulation (1)
Good medical practice
Must and should in regulation (2)
Irish board
Must and should in regulation (4)
NMC Board paper - revision of the Code
The requirements of the Code, although now presented in a 
different structure, all remain prefaced by the phrase ‘you 
must’. There had been concerns voiced during the 
consultation exercise that the constant use of the phrase 
‘you must’ made the Code sound dictatorial and draconian 
rather than promoting a sense of ownership. However, it is 
felt that retaining the phrase ‘you must’ makes it clear that 
these are not optional requirements and are expected 
standards for all nurses and midwives.
Organisation country Type Title Form Example
International Council of 
Nurses 
internation
al
advisory Code of Ethics for Nurses Descriptive The nurse holds in confidence personal information and uses judgement 
in sharing this information.
Nursing and Midwifery 
Council
UK Regulatory Professional standards of practice and 
behaviour for nurses and midwives
Directive you must … respect a person’s right to privacy in all aspects of their care
Nursing and Midwifery 
Board of Australia
Australia Regulatory Code of Professional Conduct
for Nurses in Australia
Descriptive Nurses treat personal information obtained in a professional capacity as 
private and confidential
Canadian Nurses 
association
Canada Professional Code of ethics for registered nurses Descriptive Nurses respect the right of people to have control over the collection use 
access and disclosure of their personal information
Nursing Council of New 
Zealand
New 
Zealand
Regulatory Code of conduct for nurses Standards / 
descriptive
Maintain health consumers’ confidentiality and
privacy by not discussing health consumers,
College of registered 
nurses of British 
Columbia
Canada Regulatory Professional Standards
for Registered Nurses and Nurse 
Practitioners
Descriptive Protects client privacy and confidentiality.
American Nurses’ 
Association
USA Professional 
Regulatory  in some 
states
Code of Ethics for Nurses with 
Interpretive statements 
Mixed Nurses should model the same health maintenance and health promotion 
measures that they teach and research (p.19). Nurses must maintain 
competence (p.22)
The Nursing Council of 
Hong Kong
Hong Kong Regulatory Code of Ethics and professional Conduct 
for Nurses in Hong Kong
Descriptive Nurses ensure that the information given by the individuals in confidence 
will only be used for the purposes for which it was given (p.8)
Nursing and Midwifery 
Board of Ireland
Ireland Regulatory Code of Professional Conduct and Ethics 
for Registered Nurses and Registered 
Midwives
Values 
descriptive
Values descriptive 
Standards of conduct mixed
You must respect each person as a unique individual (1)
You have a responsibility to make every valid (3)
You should respect an individual’s advance healthcare directive, if you 
know they have one
You must strive to communicate
International comparisons (1)
ICN, UK, Australia, Canada, NZ, BC, USA, HK, Ireland
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promotion measures that they teach and research (p.19). Nurses must 
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International comparisons (2)
Nurses treat personal information obtained in a professional 
capacity as private and confidential  (Australia)
ICN, UK, Australia, Canada, NZ, BC, USA, HK, Ireland
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International comparisons (3)
you must … respect a person’s right to privacy in all aspects of 
their care (UK)
ICN, UK, Australia, Canada, NZ, BC, USA, HK, Ireland


Standards for medicine management 
Standard
Students must never administer or supply medicinal 
products without direct supervision.
Standards for medicines management, p33
Standards for medicine management 
Standard
Students must never administer or supply medicinal 
products without direct supervision.
Guidance
As students progress through their training, their 
supervision may become increasingly indirect to reflect 
their competence level.
Standards for medicines management, p33
A whistlestop tour, but three problems 
with the UK Code
• Level
• Language (and what it means)
(should and must)
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Editorial in the Journal of Community Nursing
[The Code] sets out the fundamental standards of 
nursing and midwifery practice, explaining exactly
what nurses and midwives must do to justify the trust 
that patients place in those who care for them.
1 2008 Code (clause 
13) 
You must ensure that you gain consent before you begin 
any treatment or care.
Consent and documentation (1)
1 2008 Code (clause 
13) 
You must ensure that you gain consent before you begin 
any treatment or care.
2 Consultation version 
(clause 35)
You must ensure that you gain appropriate and properly 
informed consent before you begin any treatment or 
care, ensuring that consent is documented where 
appropriate.
Consent and documentation (2)
1 2008 Code (clause 
13) 
You must ensure that you gain consent before you begin 
any treatment or care.
2 Consultation version 
(clause 35)
You must ensure that you gain appropriate and properly 
informed consent before you begin any treatment or 
care, ensuring that consent is documented where 
appropriate.
3 Draft final version 
pre-editing (clause 
4.2)
[You must…] ensure that properly informed consent is 
obtained and documented before any intervention 
requiring such consent is commenced
Consent and documentation (3)
1 2008 Code (clause 
13) 
You must ensure that you gain consent before you begin 
any treatment or care.
2 Consultation version 
(clause 35)
You must ensure that you gain appropriate and properly 
informed consent before you begin any treatment or 
care, ensuring that consent is documented where 
appropriate.
3 Draft final version 
pre-editing (clause 
4.2)
[You must…] ensure that properly informed consent is 
obtained and documented before any intervention 
requiring such consent is commenced
4 Final version (clause 
4.2)
[You must…] make sure that you get properly informed 
consent and document it before carrying out any action
Consent and documentation (4)
Ambiguous clauses (and no guidance)
A reduction in guidance
NMC Board paper - Guidance underpinning the Code
The Council noted that, as part of the consultation to inform 
revisions to the Code, a broad consensus had emerged that 
the Code should be a comprehensive document and that the 
numbers of supporting guidance documents should be 
relatively small. The revised Code took into account those 
views.
GMC guidance
Conclusion
A bit churlish to criticise….. (Pattison and Wainwright 2010)
But this is document does not do what it is supposed to
1 Needs revision (again) 
2 Extra explanatory guidance throughout
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